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The suggestion that heartache and joy overlap and 
intermingle is a running theme in the books under 
review here, all of which foreground physical and 
cognitive disabilities. What drives the four YA novels is 
a departure from the overworked trope of disability as 
metaphor or as all-inclusive tragedy, while the picture 
books do not quite achieve this aim. For the most part, 
each book resists depicting wretched and heart-breaking 
conclusions as inevitable, instead portraying a “realistic” 
coalescence of struggle and pleasure, difficulty and joy, 
hardship and fun. In particular, the YA books centre on 
interpersonal relationships between neurotypical teens 
Is it possible that the happiest and saddest moment of your life can be one and the same?
 —Darren Groth (255)
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éand teens with autism and Down syndrome. Despite 
their very different form and content, then, they all 
feature vibrant protagonists with disabilities, as opposed 
to merely offering a “how to” for normative readers to 
learn how to associate with or accept representations of 
disability.
Lola and I, a picture book written by Chiara Valentina 
Segré and illustrated by Paolo Domeniconi, is the story of 
a young woman and her dog.1 The story is set up in such a 
way that readers are tempted to assume that the “I” telling 
the story is the young woman speaking about a dog 
she has rescued and befriended. When the first-person 
narrator informs readers that “I was very clever at school,” 
for example, the image of the young woman pictured 
on the cover of the book comes to mind. Thus, the first 
few pages invite readers to picture a young woman who 
takes in a pet that previously has been ill-treated and 
needs care and attention. The illustrations initially support 
this assumption: a young woman and a dog are pictured 
staring (and in one scene, glaring) at each other, walking 
through a park, and huddling together on a street corner. 
When the two characters are pictured sitting on a couch, 
the dog’s eyes are open and stare aimlessly away from the 
scene, while the young woman’s eyes are closed. When 
they are pictured going for a walk together, the young 
woman strides confidently without a cane, her dog on a 
regular leash rather than the kind of harness one would 
associate with a service animal (although both prosthetic 
devices appear later in the book).
Expectations are reversed a third of the way 
through the narrative, when the narrator explains that 
while Lola prefers to eat fish, she craves red meat. The 
corresponding illustrations show the young woman 
standing in line at a fish truck while the dog tugs at the 
leash to reach the butcher. At this point it is clear that the 
“lonely and ill” character has actually been the human 
being all along and that the dog, Star, is the one telling 
the story. That Lola is blind becomes clear only in the 
last pages of the book, when the dog narrator reveals 
why Lola needs her. Significantly, on the page on which 
Lola’s blindness is revealed, there is no colour save for the 
white text against black background and a disembodied 
hand reaching into this empty blackness. Readers learn 
that after a car accident five years earlier, Lola came to a 
Guide Dogs Training School, and the two characters have 
been best friends ever since. Star explains that she fell in 
love with Lola “at first sight,” and decided to take care of 
Lola because she was “lonely and ill.”
That the narrative initially depicts this young woman 
as vulnerable and dependent—Lola is so frightened at 
the prospect of going for a walk that she cowers on the 
sidewalk or sits on the sofa, “her eyes blank and empty.” 
In this book, the plot twists presumably divert readers 
from prejudging Lola as “crippled” and thus less valuable 
as a character. Upon a second reading, however—by 
which point the reader knows who speaks and which 
character is Lola—the designation of Lola as “lonely and 
ill” seems to reinforce negative stereotypes of blindness. 
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éWhy would Star describe Lola as “ill” just because 
she cannot see? Why depict her as “lonely” with no 
explanation other than her lack of sight? The book often 
presents blindness in stereotypical ways (a lone hand 
reaching into darkness; a scared and lonely individual), 
then reveals the character as developing a friendship 
(with her pet) and becoming happy and independent. 
As an aside, I wonder why this story features Lola as 
a grown-up. Even though most picture books feature 
children—making the assumption that child readers will 
relate to the protagonist—this book seems to tell the 
story of an adult in order to ensure that child readers 
associate with the dog narrator, Star, rather than the 
disabled person. Whatever the author’s motives for 
choosing a grown-up as the blind character, one could 
argue that the effect is to create a divide between reader 
and disability rather than invite parallels between them. 
Child readers will presumably relate to Star, positioning 
themselves as the helpful friend, but not to the blind 
adult. The illustrations also deter reader involvement, 
offering little imaginative artistry in their overly precise 
rendering of the textual details. For example, when 
the narrator tells readers that the two of them go 
tobogganing, the illustration shows them tobogganing; 
when the text describes them going to their favourite 
ice cream shop in the park, the illustration depicts them 
at an ice cream parlour in the park, with nothing going 
on in the illustrations save what we have read in the text. 
The pictures leave little space for readers’ imagination 
or for images that entice beyond the descriptive text; 
unlike the poignant suggestiveness of the vivid sketches 
in The Little Prince or the gargantuan monsters inhabiting 
the disproportionate jungle in Where the Wild Things 
Are, this book reveals its illustrative narrative flatly and 
monotonously, exacerbating the problems with its 
representation of blindness. The characters may recover 
from debilitating accidents and have fun adventures 
together, but whether Lola comes across as pitiable or 
resilient is up for debate. Tellingly, the final image in Lola 
and I is of the two characters standing together, “staring” 
at a lone bird flying past their window. This scene 
reinforces the romantic notion that with the right kind of 
aid the blind might—at least metaphorically—“see.”
Mariangela Di Fiore’s Elephant Man (translated by 
Rosie Hedger), on the other hand, provides an engaging 
historical overview of Joseph Merrick, a man born with a 
genetic syndrome that disfigured his skin and deformed 
his bones and muscle tissue as he grew up. Eventually, 
Merrick works at a freak show, exhibiting himself as 
an “elephant man” for paying audiences. Illustrated by 
Hilde Hodnefjeld, Elephant Man offers striking images, 
each page sprinkled with sepia photos, realistically 
based drawings, or unusual viewing angles. The artistic 
depiction of historical events and the mixture of artwork 
with photos focus attention on the visual aspects of the 
story, encouraging readers to imagine varied aspects of 
Joseph Merrick’s life. Unlike the images in Lola and I, the 
visuals here offer a sensual array of colour and details, and 
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éreaders see tangible experiences depicted via intricate graphics, allowing 
readers to imagine Joseph Merrick’s childhood and life in the hospital as 
also intricate and vivid. The varied images evoke an impression of the late 
nineteenth century, as well as a view of the world from the perspective of 
someone often socially isolated from that world. For example, one page 
features an outline of the desolate landscape through which Merrick’s 
caravan travels; another depicts a rough drawing of Merrick interacting 
with historical photographs. Such images capture a time during which 
one man’s medical condition separated him from the rest of society. The 
story covers the years from Merrick’s birth, through his mother’s death, 
his abandonment by his father, and his joining a local freak show to earn 
money to, finally, his move into the London Hospital, where he lived until 
his death at age 27. By giving these details from Merrick’s perspective, 
this picture book invites young readers to identify with a character who 
is socially isolated as a result of outward deformities yet desperately 
wishes to connect with others. Similar to Lola and I, the book focuses 
primarily on the protagonist’s life as an adult. The first few pages, when 
Merrick is pictured as a child being robbed in Belgium, are an exception. 
He lives his final years in the London Hospital, surrounded by friendly 
staff and visitors and hidden from judgemental stares, despite the many 
medical examinations to which he is subjected. When he goes out in 
public, Joseph is stared at, and some people avoid him altogether; in the 
hospital, in contrast, he befriends people who work there. Young readers 
may not fully understand the implications of traversing a strange country 
without money, but the depiction of a difficult and relatively solitary life is 
bound to resonate. There is no physical reason for Joseph to be separated 
from others, but his outward appearance frightens people. Readers may 
recognize that it is societal reactions, not his disability, that separate the 
cheerful and imaginative Joseph from his peers. 
Young readers may 
not fully understand 
the implications of 
traversing a strange 
country without money, 
but the depiction of a 
difficult and relatively 
solitary life is bound to 
resonate.
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éAs with Lola and I, pity is arguably a motivating 
factor for reader interest, as the narrator points out 
that Joseph “understood that you could be a good 
person even if you weren’t very good-looking.” Joseph 
does not feel sorry for himself, but his recognition that 
people judge him on his looks evokes pity. The narrator 
explains that Joseph’s dreams were full of friends and 
companions, but when he woke up, he always “found 
himself as alone as ever” (Segré). By underscoring 
the fact that few people of Joseph’s time willingly 
befriended him, the narrative directs readers to respond 
to Joseph as an abject character, excluded from regular 
society. Most galling is an illustration by Jude Maris 
included near the end of the book. The drawing, 
designed to look like a photograph, pictures Merrick as 
a handsome and notably blemish-free and bare-chested 
young man, with the caption, “what researchers think 
Joseph would have looked like if he hadn’t had his 
illness.” This likeness is juxtaposed with an actual 
photo of Joseph Merrick as a bare-chested adult. Here 
the book seems to insist on a contrast between the 
“monster” that many people saw and the “real” man 
with whom readers are meant to identify. By yoking 
these images together, the text not only evokes further 
pathos for its protagonist but also underscores the very 
normal/abnormal distinction that it seems to want to 
undercut. By proposing the “handsome” image as the 
“real” Joseph, the book fosters normative standards of 
beauty.
The back matter reinforces the positioning of 
Joseph as allegorical Other: the author’s choice to 
add additional facts after the main story stresses the 
pedagogical use for the book, rather than allowing its 
storyline to engross readers and pique their interests 
further. In these final pages, readers can see an example 
of Joseph Merrick’s handwriting, learn about his official 
cause of death, or discover that his skeleton inhabits 
a glass cabinet at the Royal London Hospital. Such 
details remind readers that this is, indeed, a historical 
story, based on the life of a real person. Yet they also 
transport the story into a museum piece of its own: 
the “monster’s” skeleton encased in glass for public 
viewing, the last photograph of Joseph Merrick taken 
only months before he died, an image of the cardboard 
cathedral he constructed by hand despite his limited 
dexterity all suggest museum-like objects on exhibit. 
These pages re-establish the story as being one about a 
public oddity to be gawked at, a peculiar and grotesque 
human exception, still researched and scrutinized. 
Merrick’s story continues to circulate as that of a public 
oddity, and the book encourages readers—in barker 
lingo—to “be amazed” at this “abnormal” man. Much as 
Joseph Merrick was treated as either a freak or a medical 
curiosity in real life, these final pages maintain that view 
of his existence.
Elephant Man begins with the raucous voice of a 
show barker: “Gather round . . . you’ve never before 
seen the likes of this . . . so disgusting . . . gruesome . . . 
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éthe Elephant Man!” and ends by offering pictures of his 
furniture and clothing and handwriting. By bookending 
the narrative with an exploitive human exhibition and a 
collection of medical artifacts, the book that has worked 
so diligently to introduce Joseph as a dear character 
leaves readers instead with the concept of Joseph 
Merrick as a medical anomaly. While the book jacket 
of Elephant Man promises that its narrative is about 
“finding happiness in even the hardest circumstances 
and discovering beauty inside everyone”—a cliché that 
Lola and I also upholds, it does not quite depict a regular 
life for its character. Notwithstanding their apparent 
desire to break down stereotypes about disabled 
people, both Lola and I and Elephant Man portray 
their protagonists with sympathy and at the same time 
reinscribe ablebodiedness as normal and disability as 
a chronicle of misfortune. In so doing, they risk leaving 
readers convinced that a life of disability must inevitably 
be a miserable one.
The remaining four books under review are much 
stronger narratives than the picture books in that 
they all use a similar narrative structure and do not 
condescend to their readers. In addition to featuring 
teen protagonists with cognitive disabilities, they all 
invite readers to identify with two points of view: in 
each case, two different narrators take turns telling the 
story. In Lorna Schultz Nicholson’s two novels, Fragile 
Bones: Harrison & Anna and Born With: Erika & Gianni, 
the narrators alternate with every chapter, filling in 
information or offering a different take on events. These 
two titles fit into the ever-widening corpus of YA novels 
depicting neurodiverse teens as central characters. In 
Liane Shaw and Darren Groth’s novels—entitled Don’t 
Tell, Don’t Tell, Don’t Tell and Are You Seeing Me?—the 
characters maintain the narrative for more sustained 
intervals, narrating several chapters at once rather than 
speaking at regular intervals.
Fragile Bones: Harrison & Anna and Born With: Erika & 
Gianni are the first two books in Nicholson’s One-2-One 
series, published by Clockwise Press. Each book in the 
series uses alternating narratives to tell stories about pairs 
of teens who participate in the Best Buddies program2 at 
Sir Winston Churchill Secondary School; as the subtitles 
indicate, each book focuses on a different pair of teens. 
The Best Buddies program is an actual program designed 
to provide opportunities for neurotypical high-school 
students to befriend and to interact in groups and one-
on-one with neurodiverse teens and teens with cognitive 
disabilities. Because the events in both novels take place 
in the same school within the same Buddy program, 
characters from one book show up in minor ways in the 
other. In Fragile Bones, readers meet Anna and Harrison, 
who narrate the novel in alternating chapters.
Harrison’s sections depict a fifteen-year-old boy with 
autism, germ phobia, and an obsession with bones, 
particularly human bones. He can recite the name of 
every bone, and often does so to alleviate stress. His best 
friend, Alan, has achondroplasia, and Harrison relishes 
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éthe fact that their conditions both start with the letter 
“A” (Nicholson, Fragile 65). The two boys are building 
a Lego robot, and those scenes of them together show 
Harrison relaxed and happy, even when Alan teases him 
about Anna and speculates about their kissing, a notion 
Harrison steadfastly rejects. Harrison relates his story 
with efficient accuracy and some humour.
Anna informs readers that she is a seventeen-
year-old high-achiever who originally signs up for the 
Best Buddies program to pad her resumé for college 
applications. She is bubbly, generous, kind, and patient, 
and “researches” (Fragile 29) Harrison’s type of autism 
so that she can deal with any situation that may arise. 
Gradually, she becomes a genuine friend to Harrison. 
The friendship appears all the more important when one 
considers that it is mapped out against a backdrop of 
Anna’s relationship with her mother, who disapproves of 
how much time Anna’s new acquaintance is taking from 
her studies (and of Anna’s crush on Justin, who runs the 
Best Buddies group meetings).
Too frequently, however, Anna and Harrison repeat 
dialogue verbatim from each other’s chapters, when 
the story would feel much more authentic if they 
remembered their conversations slightly differently. 
Both characters also often explain too much, offering 
the impression that the author is attempting to convey 
accurately what a teen boy with autism and an ambitious 
high-school senior care about, rather than developing 
their individual personalities through distinctive 
characteristics or a more animated dialogue. Also, the 
novel never really confronts Anna’s do-gooder impulse 
or her often overzealous efforts to fix a situation. For 
example, after seeing something upsetting in the school 
hallway, Harrison runs away from the Halloween dance, 
leaving a perplexed Anna behind. Rather than inform 
his parents, Anna tries to find him and return him before 
anyone finds out there has been a problem. She ends up 
driving him back home, which, early in the novel, is the 
one thing she has been told not to do, mostly because 
driving frightens Harrison. Sure enough, Harrison freaks 
out in the car, nearly causing an accident when he grabs 
the steering wheel. Unfortunately, the narrative relies on 
that scene for plot excitement, thereby missing out on 
an opportunity for Anna to learn that being a caregiver 
is not her role; she is there to befriend and support 
Harrison, not to anticipate, manage, or psychoanalyze 
his behaviour.
Another potential problem with the book is its 
representation of the challenges Harrison encounters 
as a result of his autism and the ways in which others 
respond to those challenges. With Anna and even with 
his family, Harrison frequently experiences meltdowns, 
during which someone usually instructs him to breathe 
or calm down, or else they leave him alone until he can 
better process what is going on. These scenes come 
across as realistic coping on the part of family and 
friends but also occasionally read as inadvertent pressure 
and control exerted upon Harrison. For example, 
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éHarrison likes to watch Grey’s Anatomy every day at 3:30. When his 
first Best Buddies meeting conflicts with that viewing, his brother 
reminds him that their mother will tape the show for him. Harrison 
insists that he always watches his show at 3:30. In response, his brother 
merely informs him that today, he will watch it at 4:30. There is neither 
an attempt to accommodate Harrison’s routine nor any suggestion 
of a negotiation to establish Harrison as potentially flexible about his 
schedule. In this one case, his family makes the change to his routine, 
yet readers see no indications that Harrison is disturbed by the change. 
The novel develops its characters adequately, although it tends 
to round off their personalities by offering identity details that seem 
somewhat imposed rather than an extension of their individual 
characteristics. For example, Anna tells readers that her father was a 
“sperm donor” (Fragile 23) of a different race than her mother, but this 
detail never arises again in the novel. Her crush, Justin, had a sister with 
autism, who killed herself because of bullying. Such information comes 
to readers in fairly humdrum exposition, without any of the back stories 
emerging from, or weaving into, the novel’s main narrative threads. For 
the most part, the story about this assorted group of teens is engaging, 
offering the kinds of realistic problems and pleasures that high-school 
teens encounter, and interweaving emblematic teen issues (e.g., 
bullying, school dances, homework) with those issues that most affect 
teens with autism.
Born With features Erika, a teen with Down syndrome, and Gianni, 
her Best Buddy, a popular boy who has not yet yet come out as gay to 
his friends or parents. Erika and Gianni narrate the novel in alternating 
chapters, and the friendship between Erika and Gianni really leads this 
novel: Gianni is sweet and considerate, and Erika is witty and constantly 
enthusiastic about performing. The story begins quite some time after 
For the most part, 
the story about this 
assorted group of teens 
is engaging, offering 
the kinds of realistic 
problems and pleasures 
that high-school teens 
encounter . . .
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éthe formation of the Best Buddies club, and Gianni and 
Erika have already established their friendship at the 
beginning of the novel. They joke around, gossip about 
school and mutual friends, and get very excited about 
the school’s production of Grease and the numbers 
they will dance for that musical. Throughout the novel, 
they both must deal with complicated family issues, 
such as Erika’s father’s progressive amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis (ALS), how they get along with their siblings, 
and extreme bullying by a group of tough older boys at 
their school.
Disability is not the primary focus of this novel but is 
only one among many issues that the teens face. Perhaps 
because this novel covers a dying father, a boy afraid to 
come out to his peers, and a violent beating, Born With 
provides more connections between the characters 
and the narrative overlaps: both are bullied, both love 
to dance, both are “born with” the identity marker that 
sometimes makes them targets for others. That each 
teen deals with problematic challenges fully informs 
each of the alternating narratives. For example, Erika’s 
father’s ALS continually frustrates her and makes her sad 
(in contrast, she does not experience her own Down 
syndrome as an issue at all), and Gianni worries that his 
family might condemn him when they find out he is gay. 
He even agonizes over another boy’s fear about the 
two of them spending time together, demonstrating that 
coming out is an issue for some of his peers as much 
as it is for him. Nicholson’s novel presents complicated, 
nuanced, and multi-faceted teen characters who face 
difficulties at school regardless of their abilities and 
orientations.
At the same time, however, Born With manages 
to convey some very real experiences of people with 
Down syndrome, such as a scene when Erika’s mother 
cajoles her out of bed on an early school morning, or 
when Erika experiences moments of exhaustion as a 
result of her dance lessons. It does so, moreover, without 
reducing Erika’s role to one of a character who needs 
a special kind of tolerance. Indeed, when the bullies 
return and begin beating up Gianni, it is Erika who not 
only calls the police but also takes the initiative to snap 
pictures of the boys on a cellphone. Unlike those in 
the two aforementioned picture books, the characters 
in Nicholson’s novels do not come across as scientific 
specimens that readers should study but as likeable teens 
who live engaging and compelling lives.
Liane Shaw’s Don’t Tell, Don’t Tell, Don’t Tell depicts 
two narrators who suffer from school-based ordeals. The 
title of this novel seems to hint at sexual abuse because 
the “don’t tell” phrase is so closely linked to stories of 
adults molesting children (abusers often use this phrase 
as a means of silencing their victims and maintaining 
the exploitation). This perception is belied by the 
book’s opening, however, which features one of the 
sixteen-year-old narrators, Frederick, being interrogated 
by police about his missing friend, Angel. It turns out 
that Angel had planned to run away from home and 
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éhad sworn Frederick to secrecy. The story begins with 
Frederick feeling torn between loyalty to Angel and 
confessing everything to his mother and the police. 
“Don’t tell / Don’t tell / Don’t tell” (Shaw 8) is the mantra 
Frederick repeats to remind himself to keep Angel’s 
secret, no matter how much such concealment puts 
him ill at ease, especially as his autism could define his 
responses to the police interrogation. Angel had assured 
Frederick that she had a place to go, and that she would 
contact her parents by a specific time. But that time has 
long passed. The tension builds when he leaves town on 
his own to figure out where she is, only to discover more 
mysteries and chaos.
The story of Frederick and Angel’s relationship is 
one of two misfits who find each other, tolerate each 
other, and even like each other. Their friendship is quite 
captivating, especially in that it is a friendship based on 
mutual respect and close bonds and not, for example, 
one of necessity that emerges because two classmates 
happen to share a disability. Angel can tease Frederick 
and he can speak honestly about her weight; the two 
become fast friends, even as their personalities remain 
very different from each other. Indeed, the novel offers 
disability as one narrative element rather than obsessing 
about it as a tragedy that overwhelms a teen’s life. 
Angel’s family has moved too often for her to form 
lasting friendships at school, and Frederick has only one 
friend, Robert, with whom he shares a love of math. 
Angel decides to explain social rules and conventions to 
Frederick, while he offers an amiable acquaintanceship 
based on his relentless truthfulness. Once he discovers 
where she is hiding—in the woods behind his house—
Frederick and Angel end up getting lost in those woods. 
Frederick has a serious fall, and they have to spend the 
night without food and shelter, relying solely on each 
other. Angel confesses the real reason she wanted to run 
away: some boys at a party encouraged her to get drunk, 
took her to an empty field, and attempted to sexually 
assault her. Here the story evokes the original connotation 
of the book’s title, yet the disclosure is troublesome, 
coming as it does after Frederick’s frequent repetition 
of the phrase “don’t tell” to emphasize faithfulness and 
dependability.
Many of the details in the story depict the characters’ 
burgeoning camaraderie and their own personal 
concerns. For example, Frederick’s mother often tells 
him—referring to his father, who left shortly after he 
was born—that he cannot miss what he never had. 
But he speculates to readers that perhaps “you can 
miss something you wish you had” (Shaw 9). And 
when comparing childhood tales of Santa Claus with 
possible unicorn sightings, the two friends agree that 
“adults think they’re boss of everything, including your 
imagination” (Shaw 142). Frederick is anxious and relies 
on unambiguous routine; Angel is a delightful mixture of 
the in-your-face, self-reliant teenage girl and the lonely, 
ostracized, and insecure-about-her-body girl. Both teens 
experience bullying by a group of kids Frederick calls 
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é“Despisers” (Shaw 14), and both find comfort in their unusual 
and even sometimes awkward friendship.
Unfortunately, however, the alternating narrators do not work 
as well in this novel as they do in the others I have reviewed 
here, perhaps because Frederick and Angel do not alternate 
regularly but instead narrate large chunks of the book. In his 
portions of the book, Frederick often explains his discomfort 
and awkwardness: even while enduring overpowering distress, 
he is able to comment calmly on his experience. In contrast, 
Angel’s portions of the book veer cumbersomely from one 
key concept to another: dependability (Frederick needs to 
keep her secret), danger (she has been missing for a lot longer 
than she initially promised), and personal triumph (she and 
Frederick survive together). As a result of their conversation, 
Angel decides to tell her traumatic story to the authorities. Given 
that the novel presents its dual protagonists as each telling the 
story, one frustrating effect is that the shift from one section to 
another feels like an interruption, rather than a strategy of plot 
advancement.
Darren Groth’s Are You Seeing Me? tells the story of 
nineteen-year-old twins Justine and Perry, who fly from Australia 
to Vancouver as a last hurrah before Perry is to enter the Fair 
Go care facility in Brisbane. Since their father died a year ago, 
Justine has been acting as Perry’s caregiver, and the trip is to 
give them time together. They drive to Okanagan Lake to pay 
homage to the mythical Ogopogo.3 After this trip, they head to 
Seattle, where they visit Bruce Lee’s grave and the Pike Place 
Fish Market, and then return to Vancouver to reconnect with 
their now-Canadian mother, who left when they were four. 
. . . the characters 
in Nicholson’s 
novels do not come 
across as scientific 
specimens that readers 
should study but as 
likeable teens who 
live engaging and 
compelling lives.
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éUnlike the YA novels I just discussed, Groth’s places the 
autism of one of its two protagonists front and centre. 
Perry’s neurodiversity is foregrounded from the book’s 
first page, when he is unable to go through the metal 
detector at the airport security. At the same time, though, 
the book in some ways obscures it. In certain tricky or 
bothersome public situations, for example, Justine spouts 
a rehearsed speech to strangers. The speech appears 
at least six different times in the book, in its entirety or 
in fragments, including once when Perry speaks part of 
it and once when their mother tries to recite the same 
words: Perry “has a brain condition that can cause 
him to feel anxious or upset in different places and 
circumstances. He has trouble with people—mixing with 
them and communicating with them—and it sometimes 
results in inappropriate behaviours. I appreciate your 
understanding and patience” (Groth 11-12, 26, 42, 115). 
Almost everyone who hears this somewhat long-winded 
announcement immediately discerns that Perry is autistic, 
raising the question of why the novel’s characters avoid 
that term. On the one hand, imposed medical diagnoses 
often script the way readers react to a character; on 
the other, many activists see autism as a neurodiverse 
condition, one that allows individuals to interact with 
the world in different ways from neurotypical people, so 
omitting this term from the book seems to relegate Perry’s 
condition to a taboo category. 
The novel Are You Seeing Me? plays with stereotypes 
about autistic people. For instance, the novel toys with the 
idea that Perry might be psychic: his father thinks Perry 
knew about the father’s cancer before the diagnosis, and 
there is a suggestion that Perry predicts an earthquake. 
While these flirtations with psychic superpowers would 
appear on the surface to perpetuate the stereotype that 
autistic people have special abilities, the suggestion is that 
some of what Perry experiences (such as his personal 
sighting of the Ogopogo) might not exist outside his 
own mind, and therefore readers need not take such 
information entirely seriously. One humorous scene that 
undercuts clichéd expectations about autistic people 
being math prodigies takes place on the plane to Canada 
as Perry chats with the couple sitting next to him. When 
they hear he is interested in numbers, the husband asks 
Perry to multiply 1,491 by 6,218. There follows a funny 
scene when Perry pulls out his calculator, tries to get the 
husband to repeat the numbers, and then wonders why 
the husband cannot tell if the answer is correct, since he 
seemed to be asking a quiz question and expecting Perry 
to know the answer automatically.
Perhaps the least successful part of the narrative, 
though, is the looming menace of the Fair Go centre, an 
assisted-living residence in Brisbane. Justine and Perry’s 
father’s insurance will fortuitously cover the costs, and 
Perry himself chooses to live there, despite Justine’s 
misgivings. Such a choice unfortunately reproduces the 
stock scenario that plays out in a plethora of films that 
show a disabled character choosing institutionalization 
against a family member’s pleas. Perry has decided to live 
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éin an institution to protect Justine from his overbearing 
needs. His strategy to convince Justine to “let him go” 
consists of Perry sneaking away from her in Seattle, 
walking alone to a police station, and having an officer 
phone her to come get him (Groth 151-152). He believes 
that the twenty minutes or so of panic Justine will endure 
is a solid plan to convince her that he needs to live in a 
care facility, even though that decision has been made 
before the book’s opening. Even as it is nerve-wracking 
for Justine, the scene is anticlimactic and seems to 
undercut the twins’ dynamic rather than show Perry to 
be resourceful and considerate about his sister’s feelings. 
Rather than revealing their attachment to and love for 
each other, the scene reveals that Justine does not 
understand Perry’s intention, and their mother steps in to 
inform Justine about Perry’s plan, presumably to convince 
the daughter that the mother has connected meaningfully 
with the son.
One of the redeeming elements of Groth’s novel is 
that, despite its central role, autism is not the only focus 
of the story. Justine is determined to give Perry a holiday 
that will serve as a lasting memory for both of them, but 
she is also preoccupied with managing her overprotective 
boyfriend back home and worrying about meeting their 
long-absent mother. Perry takes pleasure in their holiday 
moments, especially when he perceives the Ogopogo 
rising out of the water to greet him, and maintains his vast 
interest in the study of earthquakes, Jackie Chan movies, 
and even polka hits from around the world. For the most 
part, Justine and Perry convey a loving and distinctive 
closeness, share a quirky sense of humour, and care a 
great deal about each other. Perry experiences fantasies 
that not only give certain scenes heart and caprice, such 
as the one when he actually meets the Ogopogo, but 
he also makes readers unsure about the bare facticity of 
some details. When Vancouver quakes toward the end 
of the book, readers may be unsure whether the city is 
experiencing an actual earthquake or Perry is imagining 
it. Moreover, Justine and Perry’s father’s journal entries 
to his daughter flesh out the narrative in flashbacks, 
showing a smart, funny, and fiercely loving parent, whose 
absence still causes sorrow to the twins. Ultimately the 
novel unsettles entrenched clichés about weak or needy 
disabled characters by showing that while Justine may 
worry a great deal about Perry, Perry is the one who saves 
his sister when she is injured in an earthquake accident.
All the books in this review feature protagonists 
with disabilities. I have explored each book individually, 
but wish to also offer a broader analysis of their 
engagements with disability. While each of the YA 
novels endeavours to depict sympathetic characters 
with whom a reader may easily identify, Born With is 
by far the most successful at this, especially with the 
narration by Erika, a teen who lives in the moment and 
experiences the joys and sorrows of her layered and 
complicated life.
Despite constant worry about her father, Erika’s 
personality comes across as fun and endearing; her 
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échapters often open with lively idiomatic phrasing, such 
as “Holy Moly” (Nicholson, Born With 7, 84, 111, 217), 
“classic!” (148), and “I rocked it” (41, 47, 49, 228). All 
four YA books demonstrate that there is more than 
one way of presenting these distinctive stories. Each YA 
novel presents layered and engaging neurodiverse teen 
characters, though I also look forward to discovering 
more YA novels about blind characters or teens with 
mobility disabilities. Contemporary YA fiction does tend 
to rely on portrayals of boys as autistic teens who are 
frequently high-functioning germophobes with fussy 
daily routines and geeky obsessions.4 Perhaps someday 
YA novels will represent greater diversity in autistic 
characterization and in the kinds of friends and family 
who love them. Erika in Born With shows the way.
The four YA novels offer more compelling characters 
and stronger writing than do the picture books. The 
picture books seem determined to convey tolerance 
and broadmindedness, yet sustain fairly entrenched 
stereotypes about disabled people. That being said, 
three of the YA novels do not completely evade 
problematic representations of disability either: the 
autistic protagonists are all presented as physically 
typical, for example. Anna says of Harrison, “The fact 
was: Harrison did look like every other teen his age” 
(Nicholson, Fragile 55), and Justine says that one of 
Perry’s “weightier burdens” is to “look like everyone 
else” (Groth 11). There is scope for more creative 
fiction to be written, fiction that redresses the negative 
stereotypes that all six books do attempt to counteract, 
but with varying degrees of success.
For the most part, I applaud the picture books 
for tackling often-ignored narrative material, though 
Elephant Man intimates that Joseph Merrick is delighted 
to spend his entire life in the London Hospital, and 
Lola and I implies that readers should approve of 
blind people who behave “just like everyone else.” 
Perhaps disabilities are too diverse to be adequately 
represented in just six books. Or, perhaps disability—
finally—is beginning to spill over the pages into 
more and more of readers’ thoughts, lifetimes, and 
relationships.
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Notes
1 Originally published in Italy, Lola and I won an Ibby for Outstanding 
Book for Young People with Disabilities in 2015.
2 Best Buddies International is a non-profit organization dedicated to 
establishing a global volunteer movement that creates opportunities 
for one-to-one friendships, integrated employment, and leadership 
development for people with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities.
3 A narrative flaw in the book is that—obsessed as he is—Perry would 
know the creature’s real name is Naitaka.
4 Such characterization includes the boys fastidiously remarking on the 
way metaphorical language confounds them (a trait associated with 
male autistic teens ever since the publication of Mark Haddon’s The 
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time), despite their ability to 
employ elegantly metaphors and other literary figures of speech in 
their own narrations.
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